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This article addresses what appears to be a hitherto (legislatively and judicially) unresolved is-
sue in a country where gambling is an established sub-culture – the legality of online gambling. 
The existing legislation does not provide direct answers, and as a result, the courts have not been 
given the opportunity to answer the question directly either. The police have previously made a 
few statements to the press and the media, but what should we make of them? While placing bets 
with unauthorised bookies (including those who operate their own website or use others’ websites) 
is clearly outlawed, leaving the offender with no excuse if caught, the situation surrounding per-
sonal online gambling is much more ambiguous – and this is not just due to unclear legislation. 
The statistics on Singaporeans who gamble online may not be forthcoming, but it is a sure bet 
that there is a substantial – and growing – number. Is there really any good reason not to make 
the law clearer? This article not only considers the legal position, but prefaces that with a discus-
sion of the various factors that lend online gambling a sense of allure and ostensible legitimacy.
Chen Siyuan*
I. EStablIShIng thE ContExt
gambling has always had strong appeal in Singapore. It may be a private wager over 
cards or mahjong, a flutter on the lottery, predicting the outcomes of sporting events, or 
a trip to the chips – there is simply no denying that gambling is tantamount to a national 
past-time in these parts, regardless of gender or age-group.1 Accordingly, issues such as 
the immorality of gambling and the consequence of excessive gambling – particularly 
among the younger generation – have received unprecedented government attention and 
press coverage in recent times.2
1 * LL.B. (NUS), LL.M. (Harvard); Assistant Professor of Law, Singapore Management University. The 
author would like to thank his family and wife for their support and encouragement.
  For instance, a survey in 2008 by the Ministry for Community Development, Youth and Sports 
revealed that “54% of Singapore residents aged 18 and above reported that they have participated in at least 
one form of gambling activity in the last 12 months”, and that the “average monthly betting amount was… 
$176”: see “Report of Survey on Participation in Gambling Activities Among Singapore Residents, 2008” 
The National Council on Problem Gambling (28 May 2008),  online: Ministry of Community Development, 
Youth and Sports <http://www.ncpg.org.sg/pdf/research/01/GamblingSurveyReport2008.pdf>. In contrast, 
the Malaysian government recently cancelled a plan to legalise sports betting, citing moral objections: see 
Teo Cheng Wee, “Call in KL for ban on all gambling” The Straits Times (4 July 2010).
2   The national debates surrounding the building of our Integrated Resorts comes to mind; the 
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With both of Singapore’s Integrated Resorts at Sentosa and Marina Bay effectively in full 
swing, the local gambling landscape has changed, just as it did when Singapore Pools 
first offered sports betting in 19993 albeit the fact that the degree or direction of this 
latest change is perhaps less certain. But there is another perplexing uncertainty that has 
persisted for far too long, and it is argued that resolution of this uncertainty is desired: is 
it really illegal for Singaporeans to place bets online with foreign gambling websites?4 
For more than a decade, there have been literally thousands of highly established foreign 
gambling websites soliciting Singaporeans over the internet to put a wager directly with 
them – can they? Can we? 
Indeed, this is a question which is relevant to potentially tens of thousands of Singaporeans 
(and in fact, anybody who has internet access).5 Yet, despite the existence of online 
gambling at least since the mid-1990s, the answer to this question unfortunately remains 
equivocal. It therefore came as no surprise that practitioners opined that the current laws 
may not be all that clear when asked to comment on this very issue recently.6 
proactive campaigns by the National Council on Problem Gambling, and the copious newspaper reports 
on gamblers who gambled their fortunes away, as well. Insofar as online gambling is concerned, statistics 
reveal that online betting sites raked in US$105 million from Singaporeans in 2010, up from US$92 million 
and US$82 million in 2009 and 2008 respectively: see Mavis Toh, “Gamble online? You bet” The Straits 
Times (26 March 2011).
3   “The Big Business of Betting” Singapore Academy of Law Inter Se, (January-June 2010) 4 [“The 
Big Business of Betting”].
4   This is to be distinguished from punting with so-called illegal bookmakers who run their own 
websites; more scenarios will be covered in the rest of this article.
5   A poll in 2008 by the Ministry for Community Development, Youth and Sports revealed that 1% 
of 2,300 people polled said they gambled online – up from just 0.1% in 2005: see Melissa Sim, “Singapore: 
Online betting illegal” The Straits Times (23 June 2008). One can only imagine that the percentage will have 
increased by now, and thus putting the total number at (at least) tens of thousands will not be far-fetched. In 
2007, it was also reported that about “2.1 percent of Singapore’s population has been identified as having a 
gambling problem.”: see Judith Tan, “Sleep-deprived ‘prone to make risky choices for higher returns’” The 
Straits Times (31 May 2007). This number increased to 3% in 2010: see April Chong, “Life at stake” The 
Straits Times (1 April 2010).
6   “The Big Business of Betting”, supra note 3 at 3-31. Also see Lau Kok Keng, “Entertainment 
and Gambling: A Changing Landscape” Law Gazette, (September 2006) 2, where the author opined that 
“various forms of online gambling are available on the internet, though they are by no means legalised” 
[Lau, “A Changing Landscape”]. In 2005, the same author had also queried - “how can gambling laws be 
enforced against an individual sitting in front of a computer or holding a mobile phone, betting with an 
offshore online bookmaker?”: see Lau Kok Keng & Siew Kum Hong, “In the Name of Gaming: Taking a 
Chance on the Law” Law Gazette, (February 2005) 1 [Lau & Siew, “In the Name of Gaming”].
For years, the Singapore Police has repeatedly told the press that any form of bets not 
placed with Singapore Pools or the Singapore Turf Club (or their respective agents) is 
illegal,7 and the local press has reiterated this same position countless times as well.8 During 
the recent 2010 World Cup run, there were also advertisements on local TV warning that 
gambling with illegal operators could result in fines and/or imprisonment. There was even 
a report relating to the police charging and fining people who had gambled online. With 
respect, apart from this, a much clearer answer ought to be given. It is imperative that to 
officially establish which statutes may apply in the various possible situations, and also 
ideally, to direct our minds to the question as to why online gambling should or should 
not be considered illegal. 
There is no doubt that bets placed with unauthorised bookies, including those who operate 
their own gambling “dens”, those who operate their own websites to facilitate bookmaking 
illegally, and those who help place bets on so-called illegal websites9, are clearly outlawed, 
thus leaving the offender with little excuse if caught. However, the situation pertaining 
to personal and non-intermediary online gambling10 is far from clear because of, inter 
alia, the language used in our outdated statutes. The lack of prosecutions or convictions 
for such online gamblers is also telling.11 This situation is markedly different from other 
countries which have relatively clear legislation, regulations, and directed policies for 
such gamblers, such as the U.S.A. (mostly illegal), the U.K. (mostly legal), and Australia 
(hybrid approach: illegal to provide the service to domestic customers, but citizens are 
7   In fact, the Singapore police have actually arrested people for “illegal online soccer betting before”, 
but the details are too patchy to be of much utility: Singapore Police Force, Media Release, “3 Arrested for 
Illegal Online Soccer Betting” (24 June 2010), online: Singapore Police Force <http://www.spf.gov.sg/
mic/2010/100624_illegalbetting.htm>.
8   See e.g. Kimberly Sykerman, “Game over for alleged illegal football bettors” The Straits Times 
(5 July 2010); Jeff Ang, “Office betting pools are illegal” The Straits Times (6 June 2010); Terence Voon, 
“Singapore firm feeds football scores to foreign bookies” The Straits Times (15 November 2009); and 
Carolyn Quek, “8 suspects held in raids on online betting ring” The Straits Times (23 October 2008).
9   See e.g. Elena Chong, “Bookmaker jailed 12 months and fined” The Straits Times (23 December 
2009); Lim Wei Chean, “I cannot let him go to casinos” The Straits Times (23 September 2009); Carolyn 
Quek and Jalelah Abu Baker, “Soccer betting syndicate busted” The Straits Times (27 May 2009); and 
Leonard Lim, “Betting on the big league” The Straits Times (16 August 2008).
10   Here, the term used, “personal online gambling”, refers to placing bets online: (i) without the help 
of others; and/or (ii) not for the benefit of others.
11   See also Lau & Siew, “In the Name of Gaming”, supra note 6, where the authors wrote that “the 
Gambling Suppression Branch has frequently declared that it is an offence to bet with an offshore internet 
bookmaker. Yet, despite widespread anecdotal evidence of such betting, no punter has apparently been 
prosecuted for internet betting.”
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not prohibited from accessing overseas websites).12 This paper will first two connected 
preliminary matters which have not been sufficiently articulated in the discourse on online 
gambling, before going on to examine the legal position of online gambling in Singapore.
II. THE ALLURE, AND OSTENSIBLE LEGITIMACY, 
OF FOREIGN GAMBLING WEBSITES
Plainly, it seems almost impossible to eradicate gambling. This, coupled with the fact 
that the number of local online gamblers seems set to increase, legal certainty can only 
be beneficial for all parties concerned. But what is the fuss surrounding online gambling 
– why do people even prefer online gambling in the first place? Why choose foreign 
gambling websites over our local operators, a real casino, a private wager on the office 
pool, an illegal bookmaker, or an illegal bookmaker’s website? Evidently, there are 
several obvious reasons why locals perceive gambling with an established foreign online 
bookmaker to be more attractive, and perhaps even to be legal, and there are probably 
many more reasons that the following brief primer cannot canvass:13
(a) Convenience and speed: the overwhelming majority of people in Singapore 
cannot claim to have no internet access (including by proxy) today. In fact, many 
people have instant high-speed internet access on their laptops, tablet computers, 
and cell-phones, i.e., internet access on the go. For sports and other types of events-
based betting, all it takes to gamble online is to launch the internet browser, enter 
the site, log in (assuming one had previously registered), make the selection(s), 
and place the bet(s) (assuming credit had previously been deposited via credit 
card or other types of transfer). There are no queues, no limited operating hours, 
12   See the U.S.A.’s controversial Security and Accountability for Every Port Act of 2006 (or Unlawful 
Internet Gambling Enforcement Act) (“UIGEA”); the U.K.’s Gambling Act 2005; and Australia’s Interactive 
Gambling Act 2001 (which may be repealed soon). See also Kevin King, “Geolocation and Federalism on 
the Internet: Cutting Internet Gambling’s Gordian Knot” (2010) 11 Colum. Sci. & Tech. L. Rev. 41; Karen 
Eltis, “A First Step Towards Curtailing Illicit Cross-border I-Phama: Drawing Practical Solutions from the 
Regulation of On-line Gambling” (2008) 16 Health L.J. 173; and Lisa Lester, “Beating the Odds: Regulation 
of Online Gaming Stateside and Abroad” (2008) 28 Journal of the National Association of Administrative 
Law Judiciary 621.
13   Although ignorance of the law is no excuse to a charge, it remains a moral imperative that the law 
should be clear to begin with, and not potentially misleading.
no multiple bet slips to shade, no phone calls to make, no slow odds-flipping 
monitors to wait for, no guessing of the latest odds or event developments – the 
whole online process could be over within seconds. Multiple trips to an operator’s 
booth can be averted because one can place many bets on many events in advance. 
Outlays, complex odds combinations,14 and potential winnings can be previewed 
and recalculated instantly. Winnings are instantly registered and reflected, and 
while withdrawing them (usually via some form of bank transfer or third party 
fund-transferor or money-forwarder) may take a couple of days or so,15 one does 
not have to make a trip to a physical location some distance away to collect the 
money. In addition, one also has the option of leaving the credit with the operator 
for future use, or immediately using the instantly registered winnings for more 
punts. 
For online casinos and the like, there are almost no entrance fees (in fact, there are 
usually free credits for new registrants),16 no queues, no pressure from prying eyes, 
no worries about cheating by the players or by the staff, no family-reported black-
listings, and no physical travelling required. As such, it appears impossible for 
more traditional forms of gambling to surpass online sports and casino gambling 
with respect to the convenience and speed it brings about. In addition, there will 
be people who actually equate the convenience and speed factors with monetary 
“savings” or even “profit”.
(b) Superior odds:17 this claim can be a little misleading, albeit only to a very 
small extent. What it intends to convey is that for sports and events-based betting: 
first, online gambling websites usually (especially when one can choose between 
thousands of websites) offer better odds for “bankers”, i.e., bet events that are 
14   See (b), (c), and (d) below.
15   Some of the established websites run by “illegal bookmakers” are actually very prompt and swifter 
in making payment on returns.
16   See (f) below.
17   See “The Big Business of Betting”, supra note 3 at 7: “as [foreign gambling websites] do not have 
any requirements to contribute to good causes, unlike state operators, they are able to offer better odds to 
the punter, and are viewed as providing more value for the betting dollar.” The same article went on to 
conclude at 9: “Legalised sports betting forms an important source of revenue for the sports industry in 
Singapore… Revenue derived from legalised sports betting can, in turn, be distributed and channelled to 
sports development… Legalised sports betting revenue can also be used to fund community projects…”.
THE UNRESOLVED LEGALITY OF  ONLINE GAMBLING IN SINGAPORE 2729 Sing.L.Rev.
28  Singapore Law Review (2011)
heavily skewed in favour of the more likely outcome; second, online gambling 
websites are usually much more resistant to shifts in mainstream betting sentiment 
(thus preserving higher odds for bankers and whatever is downstream); and third, 
even if online gambling websites happen to have lower odds on bankers or a 
specific event than local operators (legal or otherwise), this will almost never be 
the case for binary events (e.g., whether the total number of goals in a football 
match will be an even or odd number), and even if it is the case for non-binary 
events (e.g., a 1x2 ticket for football), the infinite alternatives in terms of other 
websites that offer odds and other intra-site and inter-site event types completely 
offset this problem. Moreover, some websites permit online punters to set their 
own events, combinations and odds, either vis-à-vis the operator or other registered 
online punters. We all know that the bookmaker (or the house) never puts itself 
in a position to lose money (in the overall scheme of things), yet the attraction 
of much stronger odds is bound to have an undue effect on our calculations and 
dispositions.
(c) Much wider event variety: this builds on the previous point about variety 
in event types. One can bet on just about anything online:18 political election 
outcomes, winners of the Academy Awards, the highest chart position of a pop 
song, whether Elvis Presley is still alive, et cetera. On the professional sporting 
front, the possibilities are just as endless. Who will take the first corner kick in a 
football match? With 28 minutes left in the game, is it worth putting an in-game 
handicap selection for the winning team? Will the total number of touchdowns in a 
NFL game be even or odd? Can Roger Federer defeat his opponent in less than two 
hours in a Grand Slam match? Can the new Miami Heat dynasty score two three-
peats or more? Better still, selections for these events can be stacked, hedged, or 
multiplied in thousands of ways,19 including with events tied to outcomes that are 
years or even decades away. There is no mutual exclusion between event selections 
unless the predictions are for different sub-events of one particular event, or if any 
18   In contrast, many of the websites operated by “illegal bookmakers” have a strong focus on handicap 
betting and are not sophisticated (or technologically equipped) enough to handle complex cross-event stacks 
and multi-way multipliers. An explanation of the betting terminology used in this article can be found in the 
various sources provided in the subsequent footnotes of this article.
19   See The Online Betting Terms Glossary A to Z, online: Online Betting Terms Explained – The 
Betting Glossary A to Z <http://www.online-betting.me.uk/betting-a-to-z.html>.
single has been placed on a handicap game.20 
To illustrate this, I could bet on an outright event of the Pittsburgh Penguins 
capturing the next NFL title, and combine it with: (i) Button to be in the top three 
for one of the Formula One races; (ii) Taylor to win a particular round in the World 
Darts Championships; (iii) New Zealand to win by at least 6-10 in a Tri-Nations 
game; and (iv) Miliband to be the next Labour leader, while avoiding any attempt 
to merge the bets with a related sub-event of a main event, or a handicap bet if I 
wish to go the route of multiplier. For a bet involving the five events above, I could 
either place five singles (five separate stakes), combine the events, spread it out 
via multipliers to 2 from 5 (ten unit stakes), 3 from 5 (ten unit stakes), 4 from 5 
(five unit stakes), go for the jugular with the fivefold accumulator (one unit stake), 
or go with varied hedging with the Canadian (26 unit stakes) or the Lucky 31 (31 
unit stakes). This is but a very elementary and limited sampling of the possibilities 
in the sort of online gambling operated by the foreign “big boys”, and we have not 
even begun to touch on online “instant” and “live” casino games, where a greater 
variety of bets can be placed – and some of them can even be placed all at the 
same time. It is also possible, say in the instance of a minute-by-minute lottery 
ball game, to “leave the machine” on for days by stacking hundreds or thousands 
of different types of bets in advance, and “let the chips fall” while one attends to 
other matters. 
(d) Greater bet combinations: this has largely been explained in the preceding 
point. Currently, the local operators and most of the illegal bookmakers offer 
almost no bet combinations, but when they do, they are offered at lower odds 
than at the multiplied odds. For instance, in the recent 2010 World Cup, an early 
“double” bet – where the odds would have been at the peak in this case – on 
both Brazil and the Netherlands football teams to prevail over their opponents 
(Slovakia and Chile, respectively) in the Second Round in “normal time” was 
offered at some 35% lower than what was offered by the usual online European 
bookmakers, and rather surprisingly, almost 25% lower than what was the actual 
20   See Bet Types – What Type of Bets Can I Place?, online: Bet Types and Betting Terminology 
Explained <http://www.mybetting.co.uk/bet-types.htm>.
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multiplied result across both 1x2 selections (as offered by the local operators). 
Infinite event variety and greater bet combinations are perhaps the most compelling 
pull factors drawing people to online gambling, because suddenly everything 
in life (e.g. sports, politics, entertainment, et cetera) can be gambled on, in an 
unlimited number of combinations (singles, accumulators, multipliers, hedges, 
outrights, each ways, et cetera) – and this, I suspect, has a very strong appeal to 
our gambling sensibilities. As it were, it is already quite a frightening prospect 
dealing with the online universe of events betting. One shudders even more at the 
prospect of an online casino that is open 24/7, comfortably accessible so long as a 
personal computer with internet access is in the house.
(e) Reliability and ostensible legitimacy: as mentioned above, many of the 
established online gambling operators have been soliciting our business (principally 
by way of emails and banner advertisements) directly for more than a decade. 
Many of these operators are listed on the stock exchange and make billions in 
revenue every year;21this is in itself indicative of the credibility and reliability 
of the operators. It is unheard of to hear punters complaining of these operators 
failing to honour transactions promptly. 
Foreign operators: (i) despite persistently soliciting your business (and knowing 
your country of origin), do not disclaim that it is or may be illegal for you to place 
a bet with them; (ii) put in place customised facilities that either specifically allow 
Singaporeans to deposit or withdraw money more easily (such as the local-only 
E-Nets), including circumventing measures put in place by the local banks;22 (iii) 
create special entry-portals at their websites based on your country of origin; and 
(iv) display numbers (such as outlays and odds) in Singapore Dollars. It is difficult 
to deny that such acts lend an air of legitimacy to the whole business.23 
21   For instance, it was not uncommon to see some of the leading bookmakers in Europe being members 
of the FTSE 100 (or 250) Index, with annual revenues of USD 1,000,000,000 to USD 2,000,000,000.
22   A few years ago, some of the local banks decided to block any attempts to transfer funds (via credit 
card) to established gambling websites.
23   All of these claims are not difficult to verify, as browsing the websites of some of the leading 
foreign bookmakers will provide confirmation. There is no utility in singling out any one company now 
because they all have similar practices.
In relation to Singapore, what is one to infer if: (i) the relevant agencies have 
seen fit to block certain sites (like pornography or sports streaming) but not any 
of the online gambling sites, especially in light of the fact that blocking them 
can be easily done; (ii) the Media Development Authority’s latest guidelines on 
internet regulation make absolutely no mention of betting websites;24 (iii) local 
event organisers have been permitted (albeit via the proper gazetting procedures)25 
to host live poker tournaments sponsored by foreign gambling exchanges;26 (iv) 
foreign gambling websites and exchanges have been permitted to (or at least have 
not been stopped from) distribute complimentary products and display sponsored 
products in pubs and bars;27 (v) the local papers have made references to the odds 
offered by foreign bookmakers from time to time; and (vi) some of the local banks 
still permit (or do not block) transactions with the online gambling sites? When 
we put the pieces we have thus far together, the half-told story is that the foreign 
online gambling operators are reliable, safe, and legal – and somewhat permitted 
to have a very tangible presence on our shores. The other half of the story of course 
will only unfold when we examine the local sources of law concerning gambling.
(f) Incentives and goodwill: some of the online gambling sites offer sign-up 
bonuses, such as free chips, free credit, cashbacks-on-contingencies, and enhanced 
odds. Some of the sites also unconditionally refund your money if the outcomes of 
certain events remain ambiguous, e.g., the scorer of a heavily deflected goal vis-à-
vis a first goal-scorer ticket, the postponement of a game due to floodlight failure, 
or the shortening of a season due to lockouts related to collective bargaining 
agreement disputes. These incentives and acts of goodwill do not appear to be a 
24   See generally Internet Regulatory Framework, online: Internet Regulatory Framework <http://
www.mda.gov.sg/Policies/PoliciesandContentGuidelines/Internet/Pages/InternetRegulatoryFramework.
aspx>.
25   See e.g. Common Gaming Houses (Exemption) (No.4) Notification 2006.
26   See a Changing landscape, supra note 6. Because an online betting exchange was permitted 
to market and provide its services to Singaporeans via one of its poker tours (albeit in conjunction with 
the Singapore Tourism Board), the author in that article expressed the view that it could have been an 
“early indication that online gaming services may be legally offered to Singapore residents under certain 
circumstances.”
27   “The Big Business of Betting”, supra note 3 at 8 - 9.
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standard practice of our local operators.28
(g) Debt management: this can actually cut many ways. If a punter deposits funds 
with an online gambling site purely by credit card, then his debts can only be as 
extensive as what his credit limits permit (or, in the case of a debit card, what 
his bank balance permits). In the worst case scenario, the punter may sign up for 
several credit cards at one go, and in just a month, expend a whole lot of credit 
beyond his means. If a punter deposits funds using money transfers, then there 
is no stopping him – as in the case of non-online gambling – from borrowing 
money (from friends, relatives, or loan sharks, for example) to feed a habit that is 
spiralling out of control. In short, insofar as debt tracking and debt management 
are concerned, one is less likely to run afoul with the local operators and the 
established foreign online operators than illegal (human) bookmakers and such 
bookmakers that run their own websites. The only clear advantage then of foreign 
gambling websites, if any, is that over the illegal bookmakers.
Having set out some of the main reasons as to why there is such an allure and air of 
legitimacy to foreign gambling websites, it is now apposite to examine what the local 
position. At this juncture, it may be helpful to recall that the Court of Appeal recently 
suggested, albeit in a non-online betting context and in obiter dicta, that unless a particular 
type of gambling in Singapore is regulated in some form, that type of gambling may be 
taken to be “against Singapore’s public policy.”29 
III. LIMITED HELP FROM THE TRADITIONAL SOURCES OF LAW
This paper is strictly concerned with whether a person who only places bets for himself 
(and not for others) directly (and not through any intermediaries) with a foreign online 
bookmaker (and not just some “illegal” bookmaker running his own site), via his personal 
28   In the recent 2010 World Cup, some punters were up in arms when they were denied by 
Singapore Pools the full returns of their selections after the top-scorer award was tied four-ways: see Nat 
Rudarakanchana and Vivien Chan, “His Winning Bet Loses him Money” The New Paper (14 July 2010).
29   Poh Soon Kiat v. Desert Palace Inc [2010] 1 Sing. L.R. 1129 at paras. 93-109 (C.A.) [Poh Soon 
Kiat].
computer and personal internet connection at home (as opposed to a public computer and 
public internet connection), will be caught by any of the following pieces of legislation. 
Notably, the scope of discussion of such individuals is narrow. What is seemingly more 
important from a social standpoint is that such a person would most likely fall into a 
larger class of subjects insofar as participation in online gambling is concerned, hence an 
analysis in the context of this larger class would probably enrich the scope for argument. 
However, it is preferable to take things one step at a time.
(a) Civil Law Act:30 under s. 5(1), notwithstanding exemptions made to the rule,31 
“contracts of agreements, whether by parol or in writing, by way of gaming or 
wagering shall be null and void.” However, while a wager placed with a foreign 
gambling website may not be an enforceable contract in Singapore for this and 
other reasons,32 this is obviously quite a different issue from the legality of online 
gambling per se (i.e., whether there is any resultant criminal liability when one 
places a bet with a foreign gambling website). It should also be pointed out that 
gambling or betting per se is not necessarily illegal.33
(b) Betting Act:34 under this statute, there appears to be a stronger focus on, and clearer 
boundaries and consequences laid down for, the activities of illegal bookmakers 
and illegal gambling operators.35 In terms of the most pertinent sections for our 
purposes, s. 2(1) provides definitions for what constitutes a “betting information 
30   (Cap. 43, 1999 Rev. Ed. Sing.).
31   For instance, exemptions made under the Betting Act (Cap. 21, 1985 Rev. Ed. Sing.) [Betting Act]; 
and the Common Gaming Houses Act (Cap. 49, 1985 Rev. Ed. Sing.) [Common Gaming Houses Act].
32   See also III.(d) below.
33   See Las Vegas Hilton Corp v. Khoo Teck Hock Sunny [1996] 2 Sing. L.R.(R) 589 at para. 54 (H.C.) 
[Las Vegas Hilton].
34   Betting Act, supra note 31.
35   The statute was first passed in 1960 to “suppress illegal common-betting houses, betting in public 
places and bookmaking”: see The Big Business of Betting, supra note 3 at 6.
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centre”,36 a “bookmaker”,37 and a “common betting-house”;38 s. 2(3) tells us when 
a place is “deemed to be used for habitual betting or wagering”;39 s. 3(1) states 
that it is an offence for a person to use a place as a common betting-house or 
betting information centre;40 s. 4 states that it is an offence for a person to advance 
money for the purpose of establishing or conducting the business of a common 
betting house;41 and s. 5(3) also states that it is an offence for any person to act 
as a bookmaker or assist any such bookmaker in evading arrest or detection.42 as 
far as provisions targeting the gambler are concerned, under s. 5(1), except as 
exempted by s. 22, “any person who bets or wagers in a common betting-house, or 
with a bookmaker in any place or by any means, or who for the purpose of betting 
or wagering loiters in any place to which the public has or may have access shall 
be guilty of an offence and shall be liable on conviction to a fine not exceeding 
$5,000 or to imprisonment for a term not exceeding 6 months or to both.”43
Applying the aforementioned provisions relating to illegal bookmakers and illegal 
operators to our case of the personal punter yields no definite answer, and can 
36   Ibid.: “any place kept or used for receiving or transmitting by telephone or other means any 
information relating to any horse-race or other sporting event for the purpose of betting or wagering in 
contravention of this Act”.
37   Ibid.: “any person who, whether on his own account or as penciller, runner, employee or agent for 
any other person, receives or negotiates bets or wagers whether on a cash or on a credit basis and whether 
for money or money’s worth, or who in any manner holds himself out or permits himself to be held out in 
any manner as a person who receives or negotiates those bets or wagers”.
38   Ibid.: “any place kept or used for betting or wagering on any event or contingency of or relating to 
any horse-race or other sporting event to which the public or any class of the public has or may have access; 
any place kept or used for habitual betting or wagering on any such event or contingency as aforesaid, 
whether the public has, or may have, access thereto or not; and any place used by a bookmaker for the 
purpose of receiving or negotiating bets or wagers on any such event or contingency as aforesaid whether 
the bets or wagers reach the bookmaker by the hand of the person placing the bet or his agent or the 
bookmaker’s agent or through the telephone or by post or by telegram or by any other means”.
39   Betting Act, supra note 31: “if betting or wagering is frequently carried on therein, notwithstanding 
that betting or wagering is not the primary purpose for which that place is normally used.”
40   Ibid.: “Persons found guilty of this offence shall be fined not less than $20,000 and not more than 
$200,000, and shall also be punished with imprisonment for a term not exceeding 5 years.”
41   Ibid.: “Persons found guilty of this offence shall be fined not less than $10,000 and not more than 
$100,000, and shall also be punished with imprisonment for a term not exceeding 5 years.”
42   Ibid.: “Persons found guilty of this offence shall be fined not less than $20,000 and not more than 
$200,000, and shall also be punished with imprisonment for a term not exceeding 5 years.”
43   Note that under s. 22 of the same Act, the Minister may, by notification in the Gazette, make 
exemptions to s. 5(1). Here, the issue of whether foreign gambling websites are illegal under the Betting Act 
falls beyond the scope of this article.
in fact be a case of attempting to fit square pegs into round holes.44 A lacuna in 
the law is most evident in a situation where the punter in question places bets 
beyond sports matters. this is especially so since the Betting Act appears to target 
primarily sports wagering and horse-racing (and therefore does not address online 
casino gaming and online bets involving non-sports events).45 Secondly, the statute 
does not contain any express provisions dealing with online gambling. 
Apart from these two doubts, the question of whether the mere act of visiting a 
gambling website to place occasional wagers from one’s own house – a place that 
in most circumstances will not be used primarily for gambling or betting46 – would 
lead to a successful charge under s. 5(1) remains unanswered.47 For the first limb 
of s. 5(1), the difficulties emanate from interpreting “common-betting house”.48 
For the purposes of applying the first limb, it is useful to look at the definition of 
“common-betting house” as set out in s. 2(1). A “common betting-house” must 
possess the first and either the second, third, or fourth characteristics: i) that it 
can be considered a “place”; ii) that it is kept or used for betting; iii) that it relates 
to betting on horse races or any other sporting events; and iv) that the public or 
any class of the public has or may have access to it. Arguably, only the first and 
fourth characteristics are problematic. “Place” appears, from the definition in s. 
2(1) when read with s. 5(1), to refer exclusively to physical and tangible spaces 
(including cybercafés) and not to the internet or websites,49 although admittedly, 
44   Contrast this with the case of an illegal bookmaker or an illegal bookmaker who runs his own 
websites.
45   For instance, s. 2(1) of the Betting Act defines “common betting-house” as “any place kept or used 
for betting or wagering on any event or contingency of or relating to any horse-race or other sporting event 
to which the public or any class of the public has or may have access”: Betting Act, supra note 31. See also 
“The Big Business of Betting”, supra note 3 at 6 and 26. It should be added that there is an extra dimension 
to gambling on sports events, that of match-fixing. While the U.S.A. generally prohibits sports wagering 
(see e.g. Amateur Sports Protection Act of 2008), the fact that Singapore Pools introduced sports wagering 
indicates that our authorities believe the better way to combat match-fixing is to prevent the wagering from 
being driven underground.
46   But see supra note 39.
47   On a separate point, if the wager was placed in say, an internet café, the café may be guilty of an 
offence if it provided obvious access to foreign gambling websites.
48   Supra note 38.
49   See also Auyok Kim Tye v. PP (31 Mar 2001), M.A. No. 79 of 2001 (Sing. Mag. Ct.); and Lim Yee 
Fen, “Online Gaming – The State of Play in Singapore” (2011) 23 SAcLJ 74.
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the (modern) internet predated the inception of the statute,50 and statutes can be 
interpreted purposively.51 at this point, it is imperative to note that there were 
two amendments to the Betting Act, once in 1999 and another in 2004, neither 
of which attempted to extend in any way the definition of a common betting-
house to include betting websites, even though online gambling was prevalent by 
then. Moreover, servers that host websites actually require some sort of physical 
location somewhere, because the internet does not just exist in the abstract.52 as 
for the fourth element, “access” may seemingly preclude internet access,53 and 
while this may be taking too technical a view of things, there is the complication of 
internet access no longer being confined to just a private place, but also extending 
to any given public place that offers wireless or 3G internet access.
It should be noted that “place” also features in (inter alia) the third limb of the 
definition of “common-betting house”. It is submitted that the two remaining aspects 
of that limb, viz., whether a betting website (not exempted by s. 22) qualifies as a 
“bookmaker”,54 and whether the “place” is used by that bookmaker for receiving 
or negotiating bets, will not be difficult to satisfy in our case.55 As for the second 
limb of the definition of “common-betting house” as set out in s. 2(1), “common-
betting house” may also be a place that is kept or used for habitual betting. The 
concept of “place” has already been dealt with – so the remaining question is 
what is “habitual betting”? In Chua Seong Soi v. PP, it was held that frequency 
was not the key, because “for premises to be “habitually” used for gaming within 
the meaning of the second limb of the definition of the term “common gaming 
50   See AAG v. Estate of AAH [2010] 1 Sing. L.R. 769 at para. 30: “It is a settled principle that a 
statutory provision should be construed in a manner which will take into account new situations which may 
arise and which were not within contemplation at the time of its enactment.”
51   See the guidelines laid down in s. 9A of the Interpretation Act (Cap. 1, 2002 Rev. Ed. Sing.).
52   See e.g. Josephy Burney, “To Regulate or to Prohibit: An Analysis of the Internet Gaming Industry 
and the Need for a Decision on the Industry’s Future in the United States” (2006) 21 Conn. J. Int’l L. 337 
[Burney, “To Regulate or to Prohibit”].
53   Ibid. It is important to bear in mind that the answer as to what is “access” will also impact the 
interpretation of the third limb of s. 5(1) of the Betting Act.
54   In the local context, we see that many of the online betting websites carry out their transactions with 
Singaporeans using Singapore credit card and banking facilities. Further, by soliciting via e-mail, displaying 
the odds and sums in Singapore dollars, and advertising at local events, they almost unequivocally hold 
themselves out as entities that fall within the s. 2(1) definition of “bookmaker” of the Betting Act.
55   See supra note 37.
house”, they must be used primarily for gaming.”56 admittedly, the case dealt with 
a different statute in the form of the Common Gaming Houses Act,57 but there is 
arguably no plausible objection to extending the definition of “habitual” (a root 
of “habitually”) to the (relevantly similar) context of common-betting houses.58 
This is especially since s. 2(3) of the Betting Act tells us that a place is deemed 
to be used for “habitual betting” if “betting… is frequently carried on therein, 
notwithstanding that betting… is not the primary purpose.”59 
What needs to be resolved next then is what constitutes “primarily” or “primary 
purpose” – does it include, for instance, a situation where large sums of money 
were transacted over a long period of time (and all in the personal capacity), 
but not exactly frequently? In this connection, it may be helpful to reconsider 
what was said by Minister Bryne during the second reading of the (Betting Act) 
Bill: “It is not the little people who place bets and so on who are really the evil 
doers. The evil doers are the people who organise all these things and get a profit 
out of it.”60 When the statute was amended later, it was highlighted by Minister 
Jayakumar that the purpose of introducing “betting information centres” in the 
amendment was to put a stop to the proliferation of “mini-turf clubs” and illegal 
betting syndicates.61 When read together, it can be inferred that the real targets of 
the statute are the “big-time” illegal bookmakers, rather than the punters.62 If so, 
then even the widely framed second limb of s. 5(1), viz., “with a bookmaker in any 
place or by any means”, is not intended to target punters. Indeed, an argument has 
also been made along the following lines, 
56   [2000] 3 Sing. L.R.(R) 271 at paras. 2 and 38 (H.C.) [Chua Seong Sai]. The definitions of common 
betting-houses and common gaming houses also do not differ by much: see III.(c) below. See also R v. Fong 
Chong Cheng, infra note 82.
57   See also PP v. Yap Ah Yoon [1993] Sing. L.R.(R) 506 (H.C.) at para. 13, where it was said that for 
a private residence to be considered a common gaming house, it must be shown that behind the façade of 
that personal dwelling, the residence is in fact primarily kept for gaming [Yap Ah Yoon].
58   See also ibid. at paras. 31 to 32, in which the court had referred to Abdul Kareem v. R [1957] M.L.J. 
185, which dealt with the issue of a common betting-house.
59   Supra note 39.
60   Sing. Parliamentary Debates, vol. 12, cols. 677 and 678 (12 May 1960).
61   Sing. Parliamentary Debates, vol. 46, cols. 726-728 (10 January 1986).
62   But, it was also said that the overarching aim of the Betting Act was to ensure that gambling was 
carried on under “controlled and well regulated conditions”: see Sing. Parliamentary Debates, vol. 12, col. 
675 (12 May 1960).
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“liability under the Betting Act is largely conditional on an individual 
having engaged in a prohibited act in a common betting-house or 
betting information centre. Under [the Betting Act], it is generally 
the owner, occupier or any person who permits the use of a place as a 
common betting-house or betting information centre that is guilty of 
an offence. Therefore, it appears to be unlikely that if, for example, 
an individual accesses a gambling website from the comfort of his 
home… he would fall foul of the provisions of the Betting Act.”63 
But there are still some residual subsidiary questions that flow from the preceding 
points. Can an online gambling site hosted out of Singapore, or a foreign gambling 
website, be considered a “common betting-house” or a “betting information 
centre”? Even if we can interpret “common betting-house” and/or “bookmaker in 
any place” to include foreign gambling websites,64 there is no express indication (nor 
does it make any sense) that the Betting Act is supposed to apply extra-territorially 
to “catch” foreign bookmakers or foreign gambling websites.65 As such, a problem 
of a different sort arises.66 It seems that s. 5(1) is intended to target non-exempted 
local bookmakers.67 Otherwise, a Singaporean punting in an overseas casino will 
potentially be committing a crime under s. 5(1). And what about an expatriate 
living in Singapore having an online wager with his European bookmaker (which 
he can do so legally in the European country he is from) – should he be caught by 
the Act? Muddling matters further is the possibility of arguing that a Singaporean 
who bets with a foreign gambling website has not committed an act in Singapore, 
because the transaction should be considered to take place where the servers are 
63   “The Big Business of Betting”, supra note 3 at 26.
64   See supra note 37. Certainly in the UK, the courts have not had issues classifying online betting 
websites as bookmakers: see e.g., Calvert v. William Hill Credit Ltd [2009] Ch. 330 (C.A.).
65   Contrast this with say, the Computer Misuse Act (Cap. 50A, 1998 Rev. Ed. Sing.), s. 11(1): 
“Subject to subsection (2), the provisions of this Act shall have effect, in relation to any person, whatever 
his nationality or citizenship, outside as well as within Singapore” and s. 11(2): “Where an offence under 
this Act is committed by any person in any place outside Singapore, he may be dealt with as if the offence 
had been committed within Singapore.”
66   It can be counter-argued, however, that this definitional issue (of whether a foreign online gambling 
website is either a common-betting house, betting information centre, or a bookmaker) can be separated 
from the criminality issue (whether a punter has, for instance, run afoul of s. 5(1)).
67   See e.g. supra note 60 and 61.
hosted (overseas). Indeed, it may be added that just as when a punter who uses his 
own house to make a phone call, the bet is not considered to be placed in his own 
house but at the bookmaker’s premises, a punter who bets online should not have 
his house considered a common betting-house or betting information centre.68 a 
follow-up question to this set of complications is whether a Singaporean who bets 
with a foreign gambling website while abroad will be caught by the statute. 
(c) Common Gaming Houses Act:69 it is submitted that this statute does not really 
fare much better in addressing the specific case of a punter accessing foreign 
gambling websites for his personal use, even though the statute’s focus appears 
to be wider than the Betting Act, viz., it targets more than just sports wagering 
and horse-racing.70 But like the Betting Act, the Common Gaming Houses Act also 
seems to be directed more clearly towards illegal bookmakers and illegal gambling 
operators.71 s. 4 makes it an offence for a person to, inter alia: (i) use a place as 
a common gaming house; (ii) permit a place to be used by another as a common 
gaming house; and (iii) assist in the management of a place used as a common 
gaming house if he has the care or management of the place.72 Similarly, s. 5 makes 
it an offence for any person who: (i) assists in the carrying on of a public lottery; 
(ii) receives any money in respect of any chance in any event or contingency with 
a public lottery, or sells or gives or delivers or collects any lottery ticket; (iii) 
draws, throws, declares, or exhibits the winner or winning ticket; and (iv) writes 
68   This is an argument from analogy using Aw Sei Kui v. PP [1998] 2 Sing. L.R.(R) 64 (H.C.). at 
paras. 43 and 46.
69   Common Gaming Houses Act, supra note 31.
70   For instance, s. 2(1) of the Common Gaming Houses Act defines “common gaming house” as “any 
place kept or used for gaming to which the public or any class of the public has or may have access, and 
any place kept for habitual gaming, whether the public or any class of the public has or may have access 
thereto or not, and any place kept or used for the purpose of a public lottery whether the public has access 
thereto or not”. s. 2(1) of the same Act also defines “gaming” as “the playing of any game of chance or of 
mixed chance and skill for money or money’s worth.”, and “lottery” as “any game, method, device, scheme 
or competition whereby money or money’s worth is distributed or allotted in any manner depending upon 
or to be determined by chance or lot”. See also supra note 49.
71   The statute was first passed in 1961 to suppress illegal common gaming houses, public gaming and 
public lotteries: see “The Big Business of Betting”, supra note 3 at 4. Interestingly, s. 3 of the Act states that 
“Every common gaming house is hereby declared to be a common and public nuisance contrary to law.”
72   Common Gaming Houses Act, supra note 31: “Persons found guilty of this offence shall be fined 
not less than $5,000 and not more than $50,000, and shall also be punished with imprisonment for a term 
not exceeding 3 years.”
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or publishes any announcement relating to a public lottery.73 
With regard to s. 4, it may be argued that the provision catches online gaming 
and online casino gaming, rather than sports or events betting per se. here, the 
key phrase which must be interpreted is “game of chance or of mixed chance and 
skill for money or money’s worth”.74 This argument is strictly speaking judicially 
untested,75 although the two activities can be differentiated in that casino gaming 
is in most instances a continuous activity and not a one-off wager or bunch of 
wagers.76 A further important note is that the statute does not distinguish between 
“gaming” and “gambling”.77 While online gambling is, according to the statutory 
definition, necessarily online “gaming”; online gaming is not necessarily online 
gambling. There is thus an issue of over-inclusiveness. With regard to s. 5, 
just like the Betting Act, the mere act of a person accessing a foreign gambling 
website to bet from one’s own house seems insufficient to transform that house 
into one being used as a “common gaming house”,78 unless (and this is where 
the Common Gaming Houses Act differs slightly from the Betting Act) there is 
a case of “habitual gaming”79 – so the question then becomes what constitutes 
73   Ibid.: “Persons found guilty of this offence shall be fined not less than $20,000 and not more than 
$200,000, and shall also be punished with imprisonment for a term not exceeding 5 years.”
74   See supra note 70.
75   But see PP v. Peh Chye Heng, infra note 80, where it was suggested that casino betting is 
synonymous with gaming.
76   See also Poh Soon Kiat, supra note 29 at paras. 97-109, where both betting and gaming were 
classified under the rubric of “gambling”, and in Chua Seong Sai, supra note 56 at paras. 31-32, where the 
court considered a common betting-house and a common gaming house to be synonymous.
77   Supra note 70.
78   It should be noted that there are two definitions of “common gaming house”: see infra note 79. 
The upshot, given the different wordings in the two definitions, is that “kept” and “used” are not terms to be 
used interchangeably; accordingly, it is unclear if an individual’s home qualifies as a common gaming house 
simply because there is “habitual gaming”, or whether there is a conjunctive need for sole or dominant 
purpose.
79   Since s. 2(1) of the Common Gaming Houses Act defines “common gaming house” to include “any 
place kept or used for gaming to which the public or any class of the public has or may have access, and any 
place kept for habitual gaming, whether the public or any class of the public has or may have access thereto 
or not, and any place kept or used for the purpose of a public lottery whether the public has access thereto 
or not”.
“habitual gaming”?80 As discussed above,81 the test is that of primary purpose.82 
And, apart from factors such as size of transaction, frequency of transaction, and 
period of transaction, the differentiated nature between gaming and betting also 
ought to be taken into account when considering if the activity is “habitual”.83 the 
dilemma of what constitutes “habitual” applies equally to s. 7, which prohibits any 
person from gaming in a common gaming house.84 On top of this, s. 7 also presents 
another similar issue as that of s. 5 of the Betting Act, viz., whether a foreign 
gambling website is intended to be captured by the definition of “common gaming 
house”. At best, s. 7 only allows us to infer that a “common gaming house” is 
either a physical place where members of the public can access,85 or it is a physical 
place which is kept for habitual gaming, i.e., such premises are kept primarily for 
gambling.86 Having said that, it has been argued that “under s 7 of the CGHA, a 
consumer who places sports wagers with the online establishment would be guilty 
of an offence because he or she would be gaming in a common gaming house. It 
does not matter if the wager is placed whilst the player is sitting at home in private 
or sitting in a public park.”87 
As for the remaining provisions that may be pertinent for our purposes, s. 8 
prohibits any person from gaming in a public place;88 and s. 9 prohibits any person 
from paying any money to any person “concerned in the business of a common 
80   See also PP v. Peh Chye Heng (23 March 2009), D.A.C. No. 27734 of 2008 (Sing. Dist. Ct.)., 
where a sole proprietor of a cybercafé  used his premises to provide online casino gaming to customer, and 
was convicted under s. 4(1) of the Common Gaming Houses Act [PP v. Peh Chye Heng]. A similar case can 
be found in Ong Johnny v. PP (30 September 2008), D.A.C. No. 27993 of 2008 (Sing. Dist. Ct.).
81   See III.(b) above.
82   See also R v. Fong Chong Cheng [1930] S.S.L.R. 139 (S.S.C.) at para. 145, where it was said that a 
normal and private residence would not become a common gaming house just because gaming took place in 
it from time to time – that is, habitual gaming in the house per se in insufficient [R v. Fong Chong Cheng]; 
and PP v. Yap Ah Yoon, supra note 57.
83   That is to say, it is not so much about the mode of the gaming but the nature of the gaming. 
84   Persons found guilty of this offence shall be fined not exceeding $5,000, or be punished with 
imprisonment for a term not exceeding 6 months, or be liable to both.
85   See supra note 79. The implication is that a person who engages in online gambling privately in 
his home may escape liability.
86   Chua Seong Sai, supra note 56 at para. 12.
87   Supra note 49 at 87.
88   Common Gaming Houses Act, supra note 31: “Persons (viz., the gamers, as opposed to the 
bookmakers) found guilty of this offence shall be fined not exceeding $5,000, or be punished with 
imprisonment for a term not exceeding 6 months, or be liable to both.”
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gaming house as a stake or for or in respect of any event or contingency connected 
with a public lottery or buys a lottery ticket.”89 But unless a person is accessing 
the foreign gambling website from a public place, he will not run afoul of s. 8 
– though, as mentioned, in this day and age of the mobile internet, it remains 
to be seen if a public place for the purposes of this statute will include a public 
Wi-Fi hot-spot. one important thing to bear in mind is that the Common Gaming 
Houses Act was principally enacted to provide greater control of gaming in public 
places, at the same time solving the problems of noise and nuisance90 – if so, 
the statute is simply not aimed at punters who bet in private and do not produce 
negative externalities such as nuisance or noise.91 While the definition of “lottery” 
and “lottery ticket” in s. 9 is quite wide,92 it seems unlikely that a person placing a 
wager with the foreign gambling website on an event or on a casino game will be 
caught by s. 9. Finally, the three arguments made in the previous section on: (i) the 
transaction in effect taking place overseas; (ii) the transaction in fact taking place 
overseas; and (iii) that the statute does not expressly mention online gambling, 
apply equally to this statute.
(d) Other statutes: the remaining legislation that pertain to gambling in general, 
viz., the Betting and Sweepstakes Duties Act,93 the Casino Control Act,94 the Private 
89   Ibid.: “Persons found guilty of this offence shall be fined not exceeding $5,000, or be punished 
with imprisonment for a term not exceeding 6 months, or be liable to both.”
90   Sing. Parliamentary Debates, vol. 14, cols 1007 to 1009 (22 February 1961).
91   See also Senior Minister of State A/P Ho Peng Kee’s speech in December 2009, Ministry of Home 
Affairs, (4 December 2009), online: Ministry of Home Affairs Home Team Speeches <http://www.mha.gov.
sg/news_details.aspx?nid=MTYzOA%3D%3D-ajShDcgtha4%3D>. at para. 4: “Today, technology gives 
us access to a global network of information and services… Whilst connectivity through IT has many 
positive features… the flipside is that it enables criminal elements to perpetrate their crimes under the 
shroud of anonymity.  It also enables individuals, both young and old, to engage in illegal activities such 
as gambling on illicit online websites within the confines of their homes. With online tools becoming more 
sophisticated, we are likely to see a corresponding increase in the complexity and variety of illicit gambling 
options on the World Wide Web and the repertoire of technological options for criminals.”
92   Section 2(1) of the Common Gaming Houses Act defines “lottery” as “any game, method, device, 
scheme or competition whereby money or money’s worth is distributed or allotted in any manner depending 
upon or to be determined by chance or lot”.
93   (Cap. 22, 1999 Rev. Ed. Sing.).
94   (Cap. 33A, 2007 Rev. Ed. Sing.). This Act did shed some light after a series of local decisions 
involving enforcing gambling debts encountered seemingly different results: see Las Vegas Hilton v. Khoo 
Teng Hock Sunny, supra note 33; Star Cruise Services Ltd v. Overseas Union Bank Ltd [1999] 3 Sing. L.R. 
412 (h.C.).; Star City Pty Ltd v. Tan Hong Woon [2002] 2 Sing. L.R. 22 (C.A.).; and Burswood Nominees 
Ltd v. Liao Eng Kiat [2004] 4 Sing. L.R. 690 (C.A.)., and paved the way for the regulation of the impending 
Lotteries Act,95 and the Singapore Totalisator Board Act96 are unlikely to have any 
direct or indirect application to our case of a person who places a wager with a 
foreign gambling website for himself.
In view of the tentative conclusions drawn from the Betting Act and the Common Gaming 
Houses Act, and the (arguably resulting) absence of prosecutions and case law that pertain 
directly to the situation we are concerned with, one has to ask why should the current 
state of affairs be allowed to persist. It is noteworthy that in a very recent parliamentary 
debate, an Member of Parliament (MP) said that: (i) online gambling was one of the “main 
stimulants for delinquency”; (ii) online gambling “undoubtedly poses greatest cause for 
concern”; (iii) “more youngsters are addicted to online gambling”; and (iv) “counsellors… 
are seeing more young Singaporeans hooked on gambling online.”97 Another MP urged 
Parliament to “regulate internet gambling to protect youths from compulsive gambling [by 
making] it a requirement for licensed operators to block minors from gambling online”.98 
In other words, apart from the social challenges that online gambling poses, Parliament is 
aware that the issue of the legality of online gambling is perhaps an unresolved one.
IV. CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
It is interesting to consider why the issue of the actual legality of online gambling with 
foreign websites, as argued in this paper, remains unresolved in Singapore. This section 
seeks to provide a (non-exhaustive) list of possible reasons – some relating to social 
concerns, and some relating to economic concerns:
(a) The authorities deem that there is no issue: online gambling even with the 
established foreign websites is clearly illegal, and only wagers placed with the 
local operators and other entities exempted by way of gazetting are legal. This 
is not a totally untenable position to take, and in fact one that they have repeated 
opening of the Integrated Resorts.
95   (Cap. 250, 1985 Rev. Ed. Sing.). It is noteworthy that the definition of “lottery” in this statute is the 
same as that in the Common Gaming Houses Act.
96   (Cap. 303A, 1999 Rev. Ed. Sing.).
97   Sing. Parliamentary Debates, vol. 86, (12 January 2010).
98   Ibid.
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many times. But a sampling of the parliamentary speeches above suggests that 
the legislature is aware of imprecision issues (and impliedly, the out-dated nature 
of the statutes). Furthermore, it must be said that the main reason why casinos 
were eventually introduced in Singapore was that their economic utility likely 
outweighed any social costs99 – if so, online gambling, being of no economic utility 
to the state, is likely to be considered as a social evil without benefits.
(b) It is, for whatever reason, too troublesome to enforce the law (e.g., too many 
potential offenders, the inconvenience presented to ISPs and banks, too many 
people may be unintentionally caught by the broadly framed legislation). The 
question then: is it desirable or useful to have laws that will not be enforced?
(c) It is acceptable, for whatever reason, to let the matter slide (e.g., the majority 
of punters still place their bets with the local operators, so there are not that many 
that bet with foreign gambling websites). This represents a pragmatic position in 
which principles and policies are more amorphous. 
(d) It is preferable to prosecute the (illegal) bookmakers rather than the consumers, 
since the bookmakers (presumably) are making much more money “illegally”. It 
is more pragmatic and principled to go after the “big fish”.100
(e) There is simply no legislative impetus, or any incentive to change the law or 
introduce new legislation (e.g., there have been more pressing legislative changes 
to implement for the past decade or so). Although we have seen that some MPs 
are aware of the issue of the ambiguous legality of online gambling, as well as the 
social problems it brings, there may be other more pressing issues. Even so, one 
ought to remember that not only is online gambling probably more addictive than 
normal gambling, fraud on gambling websites cannot be ruled out, and the ability 
of minors to access such websites must surely spell a compelling social problem 
99   Sing. Parliamentary Debates, vol. 80. (19 April 2005). Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew said at 
cols. 211 and 220: “I have not changed my mind [or] my basic values… What is important is: will it be a 
total plus for the economy and is it worth the price to pay in social cost?”
100   See supra note 47 and 60.
that needs attention.101 
(f) A blanket ban on online gambling is not necessary at the moment in view of 
possible future plans to allow foreign gambling websites to have a presence here 
(but this seems unlikely).
(g) The local operators will soon offer the same advantages (in terms of convenience, 
odds, event combinations et cetera) presented by foreign gambling websites (but 
this also seems unlikely, perhaps largely due to the social costs).
(h) The authorities are still carefully considering the two main opposing 
approaches vis-à-vis online gambling that have been adopted in Europe (largely 
legal, provided a license is obtained)102 and U.S.a. (largely illegal),103 so that we 
can be better apprised of the socio-economic implications of regulating (or not 
regulating) internet gambling.104
Whatever the reason or reasons, it must be said that while grey areas, broadly framed 
statutes, and arguable positions are part and parcel of the practice of law, sometimes 
precision is more desirable. As demonstrated, compounding the problem of imprecise 
laws are the various factors that lend online gambling a special allure and ostensible 
legitimacy. If our society is finding online gambling to be a real (social) problem, then 
101   Burney, “To Regulate or to Prohibit”, supra note 52 at 340-344.
102   For the approach taken by the U.K. when they were contemplating reforming their laws to address 
online gambling, see: Department for Culture Media and Sport, “UK Gambling Review Report”, online: 
Department for Culture, Media and Sport – The National Archives <http://www.culture.gov.uk/reference_
library/publications/4642.aspx>; and Department for Culture Media and Sport, “A Safe Bet for Success: 
Modernising Britain’s Gambling Laws”, online: Department for Culture, Media and Sport <http://www.
culture.gov.uk/images/publications/gamblingreportpgs.pdf>.
103   Generally, the approach of the U.S.A. is that financial service providers and advertisers are (legally) 
expected to not facilitate online gambling. In other words, the legal responsibility lies largely with the 
facilitators or intermediaries. See e.g. UIgEa, supra note 12, § 5363 and 5366. It may further be said that 
the U.S.A. is more interested in addressing issues relating to financial outflow and money-laundering, more 
than ever perhaps with the introduction of the Internet Gambling Regulation and Enforcement Act of 2007 
and the Internet Gambling Regulation and Tax Enforcement Act of 2007.
104   For the U.S.A., a different sort of problem was presented a few years ago, when Antigua and 
Barbados successfully sued the U.S.A. (vis-à-vis its aggressive laws against online gambling) under 
World Trade Organization rules: see “Request for Consultations by Antigua and Barbados, United States – 
Measures Affecting the Cross-Border Supply of Gambling and Betting Services” S/L/110WT/DS285/1 (13 
March 2007).
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something should be done about it as soon as possible, and a powerful way to achieve 
this is to either send a clear signal through clear laws banning all forms of unauthorised 
online gambling, or establish clear laws regulating it.105 Indeed, in 2005, an MP urged 
Parliament to “consider the role of… online gambling… in encouraging gambling among 
Singaporeans who have been kept out, one way or the other, from our IRs. How do we stop 
these people from targeting our Singaporeans?”106 Five years later, another MP warned that 
increasingly, young students are turning to online gambling.107 In fact, as can be seen from 
what has been written so far, the underlying attitude taken by the state towards gambling 
has always been very socially-conscious, in that the regulation of gambling is designed 
to both curb a vice, and provide a contingent benefit to social causes and charities. In the 
circumstances, it is crucial to examine whether statutory ambiguity is really the best way 
forward, especially since the Betting Act and Common Gaming Houses Act are badly in 
need of an update.108 
  
105  See also supra note 49.
106   Sing. Parliamentary Debates, vol. 80, col. 267 (20 April 2005) .
107   Sing. Parliamentary Debates, vol. 86, (10 March 2010). See also supra note 91.
108   Interestingly, although U.S.A.’s Interstate Wire Act of 1961 predated the internet, the Department 
of Justice has asserted that it applies to online gambling. But cf. In re Mastercard International Inc (2001) 
132 F. Supp. 2d 468.
